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Sofia Kovalevskaia was the first woman to become a creative and professional 
mathematician. Born at Moscow in 1850, she was Professor of Mathematics and 
Professor of Mechanics at Stockholm University from 1883 until her untimely 
death in 1891. Many books have been written about her, and her own writings 
have been published in many languages; and yet very little about her was pub- 
lished in English between 1895 and 1977. But in Russia and in Germany there has 
been continuous interest in Kovalevskaia, and Academician P. Ya. Kochina has 
edited her scientific and literary works and her letters, and has written three 
biographies of her. In recent years Kovalevskaia’s mathematical work has at- 
tracted increasing attention from mathematicians interested in both pure and ap- 
plied fields. Her truly extraordinary life has been the subject of several recent 
books, and a notable Swedish film [Hjulstrom 19831 has been based on her final 
years. Even if her mathematical work had not been significant, she would still 
have remained one of the most remarkable persons of the 19th century. She was 
closely involved in many of the major social, political, and scientific developments 
of her time, and she was an admired friend of many of the leading scientists, 
writers, and revolutionaries of Europe. 
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Sofia Kovalevskaia’s mother Elizaveta Fedorovna (nee Shubert) was de- 
scended from German astronomers, and her father General Vasilii Vasilevich 
Korvin-Krukovskii was of Russian and Polish ancestry. At the age of fifteen, Sofia 
displayed such extraordinary aptitude in mathematics that her parents permitted 
her to take lessons from a tutor in St. Petersburg. She adored her elder sister 
Anna, and they both adopted the principles of nihilism, as did many of the Russian 
intelligentsia in the 1860s. Both girls were determined to study abroad, and conse- 
quently in 1868 Sofia followed the contemporary custom of undergoing a “nihilist 
marriage” with a young man, Vladimir Kovalevskii. Such a legal fiction enabled 
her (with Vladimir’s eager assistance) to travel abroad to study. During the next 
few years Vladimir himself became an eminent scientist in the field of evolution- 
ary paleontology. 
The couple studied first at Heidelberg University, but Sofia then went to Berlin 
to study mathematics as a private pupil of Weierstrass. She became the favorite 
disciple of Weierstrass, who acknowledged that some of his mathematical work 
was inspired by discussions with her. In 1871 her studies were interrupted by 
exciting interludes in Paris, where Anna had married Victor Jaclard, a mathemat- 
ics teacher and a leader of the Paris Commune. After the conquest of Paris by the 
French Republican Army, Sofia and Vladimir rescued Anna and her husband from 
execution or exile to New Caledonia. In 1875 Weierstrass persuaded Gottingen 
University to award a Ph.D. degree to Sofia for the research that she had done. 
That included her major theorem (misnamed the Cauchy-Kowalewski Theorem) 
on the existence and uniqueness of solutions of differential equations. Sofia’s 
mathematical friends, including Weierstrass, Chebyshev, Kronecker, Mittag-Lef- 
fler, Hermite, and Picard, strove to get her appointed to a mathematical position; 
but the general prejudice against women was enhanced by her anomalous status as 
a married woman living apart from her husband. But in 1883 Vladimir committed 
suicide, and Sofia gained the eminently respectable status of widowhood. 
Mittag-Leffler succeeded then in getting her appointed Professor of Mathemat- 
ics at Stockholm University, and later as Professor of Mechanics also. She spent 
eight happy and productive years there. Her greatest mathematical triumph came 
in 1888, when her essay on the theory of rotation of a solid body around a fixed 
point was awarded the Prix Bordin by the French Academy of Sciences, with the 
prize increased from 3000 to 5000 francs because of the merit of her essay. In 1889 
Chebyshev, Imshenetskii, and Buniakovskii succeeded in getting her appointed a 
Corresponding Member of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences. She pub- 
lished much literary work, in several languages. Her book of Recollections of 
Childhood (1889) was instantly acclaimed a classic account of a child’s life in 
Russia. Several other novels, plays, and articles were well received-except by 
the Russian censor, who banned most of them. 
In Stockholm on February 10, 1891, Kovalevskaia died of pneumonia at the age 
of forty-one. Memorial meetings were held in several countries to commemorate 
her achievements as a mathematician, a writer, and a champion of women’s 
rights. Her grave became a place of pilgrimage, especially for mathematicians and 
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feminists. She had personally helped many women to gain education, and her 
example has inspired many women to become scientists. 
Ann Hibner Koblitz has produced the most detailed account of Kovalevskaia’s 
life which has appeared in English: indeed, its only rival in any language is Ko- 
china’s [1981]. Koblitz’s biography is based on much material from archives in 
Moscow and at the Mittag-Leffler Institute (in Sweden), and upon a very wide 
range of publications in Russian, English, French, and German. The manuscripts 
cited include a letter from an editor in El Salvador, soliciting an article for his 
journal; and a diatribe against women professors, in Old Church Slavonic script, 
signed by God. This biography is well printed and bound, with no significant 
misprints noticed. There are several portraits and other illustrations, but no por- 
trait of Vladimir. 
Many Russian publications and manuscripts are cited, with titles printed in 
Roman transliteration. This is very cumbersome for readers who can read Rus- 
sian, and unreadable for those who cannot-it would have been preferable to print 
them in Cyrillic type. Koblitz does not mention Kovalevskaia’s first literary work, 
the novella Der Priuat-Docent (ca. 18771, which was published anonymously as 
an appendix to some Russian journal [Leffler 1895,38, 121, 1701 but has not been 
found by the editors of her works. The significant study by Todes 119781 of 
Vladimir’s scientific work could well have been cited. Koblitz tells of Vladimir’s 
elaborate plans for Sofia, Anna, himself, and his brother to accompany Jaclard to 
New Caledonia, but does not explain that exile to New Caledonia was, in some 
respects, more rigorous than exile to Siberia [Burchett, 1944, 105-1221. This 
biography does not attempt any technical account of Kovalevskaia’s mathemati- 
cal work, but it is a most interesting study of the life of a notable mathematician 
who deserves to be regarded as a heroine of the feminist movement. 
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